
ACTIVITY: Surfing 
CASE: GSAF 1991.05.10 
DATE: Saturday October 5, 1991 
LOCATION: The incident took place in 
the Pacific Ocean 1.6 km north of Scotts 
Creek, which is about 20 km north of 
Santa Cruz near Davenport, California, 
USA.    
37º03'N, 122º15.2'W 
 
NAME: John Ferreira 
DESCRIPTION: He is a 32-year-old 
male. He was wearing a black wetsuit 
with dark blue thighs and torso, and an 
ankle leash. 
SURFBOARD: The surfboard was 
white with a black decal on the 
undersurface. 
 
BACKGROUND 
WEATHER: The sky was overcast and 
fog limited surface visibility to about 0.8 
km. The air temperature was about 
16ºC to 19ºC and there was a light 
breeze. 
MOON PHASE: Waning Crescent, 7% 
of the Moon’s visible disk was 
illuminated. New Moon, October 7, 
1991. 
SEA CONDITIONS: The sea was 
glassy smooth with a two to three-metre 
ground swell. The water temperature 
was 10ºC to 13ºC and underwater 
visibility was five to six metres. 
ENVIRONMENT: A deep-water channel 
intersects this area and is six to eight 
fathoms deep. Topography of the 
seabed was primarily reef-like with 
pockets of sand and an occasional large rock. Short sea grass and giant bull kelp, 
Macrocystis pyrifera, were attached to some of the rock surfaces. Pinnipeds are indigenous 
to this area, the surfer noticed none in the water prior to the incident. 
DISTANCE FROM SHORE: 75 to 100 metres 
DEPTH OF WATER: Two to three fathoms 
TIME: 07h30 
 
NARRATIVE: John Ferreira had been in the water two to three minutes when the shark 
struck.  
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“Fernando Gilleges, Dennis Fitz, and I had driven a mile [1.6 km] north of Davenport to 
Scotts Creek, a very difficult place to surf. The beaches are short and the cliffs are about 
300 feet high. We parked near the creek and made our way down to the ocean. We 
walked north for about a mile when we came upon six surfers that were about 75 to 100 
yards from shore. I found out later that had been surfing for over half an hour. 
 
“I entered the water, followed by Gilleges, then Fitz. While we were making our way out 
through the oncoming waves, four of the six surfers caught a wave and rode in to the 
beach. I was still ahead of my friends and had just passed over the deep-water channel, 
which was about 20 to 25 feet from the two remaining surfers. They were sitting upright 
on their boards, just outside the break, looking in my direction. Suddenly it felt like 
someone had dropped a car on top of me. I was pushed down under the water and was 
being shaken from side to side. I could feel my surfboard against me as I was pulled 10 
or 12 feet below the surface. 
 

Ferreira’s friends and fellow surfers watched in disbelief as he disappeared from view. For 
three to five seconds they waited, until like a rocket, his surfboard was launched three to 
five metres into the air. Almost simultaneously, Ferreira and the shark surfaced, separated 
by only an arm’s length.  

 
“When I surfaced, the shark was right alongside me. I estimate its length at 16 to 18 feet 
with a dorsal in two feet high and a huge girth. It started for the two surfers outside the 
break, but they had already started paddling to catch a wave. My board was next to me, 
so I pulled myself onto it and started paddling toward the beach. I took a couple of 
strokes, then looked at my left elbow and the shredded wetsuit. I could see the ball-and-
socket joint, but it worked and didn’t hurt, so I continued on toward shore. I heard 
someone on the beach yell ‘Here it comes,’ and thought they were warning me about the 
shark. However, when I looked back over my shoulder I realized they were telling me 
about an oncoming wave, which I caught.” 

 
A fellow surfer met Ferreira halfway to shore and escorted him through the surf.  
 
INJURY: An emergency room physician described Ferreira’s injuries: “The surfer received 
numerous razor-type slashes to left arm, shoulder and waist. A 10- to 15-centimetre cut to 
his left shoulder was almost 50 millimetres deep. He also had several additional slashing 
injuries to his arm, with an eight- to 10-centimetre cut to the area of the left waist.” 
 
FIRST AID / TREATMENT: Friends and tourists had called 911 while watching the two 
surfers struggle to the beach. Ferreira’s ankle leash was used as a tourniquet to stem the 
loss of blood from his injured left arm. A piece of cloth was used as a compression bandage 
for a wound to his left shoulder and back. About 30 minutes elapsed before paramedics 
arrived and began rappelling down the cliffs. A rescue helicopter arrived moments later, 
landing in a very precarious location below the cliffs. The paramedics cut away a portion of 
Ferreira’s wetsuit so they could apply pressure bandages to his neck and shoulder. The 
surfer was then transported to Stanford University Hospital in Palo Alto. An Emergency 
room physician said, “About 25 stitches were necessary to close these wounds. I expect 
none of his injuries will be sufficient to cause any permanent physical impairment. He 
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should have a complete recovery from this accident.”  
 
Ferreira recovered completely from his injuries, and can frequently be found surfing the 
Moss Landing area in Monterey Bay. When asked if he holds any ill feelings toward the 
shark, Ferreira replied, “The second I step from the sand into the water I’m entering their 
[white shark] realm. No I don’t harbor any ill feelings.” 
 
SPECIES: Measurements taken of John Ferreira’s wounds and tooth impressions in his 
surfboard support his estimated length for the white shark of five to six metres. 
 
SOURCE: Ralph Collier (2003), pages 126-128 
 
CASE INVESTIGATOR: Ralph Collier 
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